INTRODUCTION
In adult animals, skeletal muscle is composed of four principal fibre types (I, IIA, IIB and IIX) which have different contractile and metabolic properties [17] . The last type IIX has been elucidated in some species. In bovine muscle, however, only two types of fast fibres are observed [22] .
Recently, Tanabe et al. [33] have sequenced 2a, 2x and slow myosin heavy chain isoforms in this species. Therefore, we could speculate that fibres classified as IIB in this species correspond in fact to IIX fibres.
Muscle fibres are derived from two generations of cells appearing sequentially during foetal life. Myogenesis has been widely studied in birds, rodents and mammals [1, 6, 18, 23, 27, 30] . During the early stages of differentiation, primary myotubes appear after fusion of embryonic myoblasts. They give rise to the first generation of muscle cells. Later, foetal myoblasts merge into secondary myotubes using primary myotubes as a scaffold. These secondary myotubes give rise to the secondary generation of mus- cle cells (see [29] for a review). A third generation of fibres has been previously suggested in human, sheep, pig and cattle muscles [6, 15, 18, 36] . Different [6, 23, 27, 30] . A previous study carried out in four cattle muscles showed a similar pattern of differentiation involving two populations of cells [18] .
The kinetics of expression of myosin heavy chain (MHC) also differ according to the muscle studied. The programme of myosin expression was analysed in several rat muscles during the month following birth [5] . Each rat muscle is subjected to 
Monoclonal antibodies
Three monoclonal antibodies were used. The conditions under which they were produced, purified and characterised were described by L6ger et al. [14] . Their specificity was studied by Pons et al. [23] in human muscle and their reactions with myosin from foetal and adult cattle were analysed by Robelin et al. [25] . The [19] . Thus, the primary generation of cells could not only give rise to type I fibres but could also form other fibre types depending on the muscle. In cat masseter, Hoh and Hughes [9] showed that some primary cells mature into superfast fibres during the first weeks after birth. In pig ST muscle, Lefaucheur et al. [13] [16] and human [1] muscles, whereas in pig muscle, secondary fibres are highly organised around primary ones [13] . 4 [6] observed a new population of small-diameter fibres which could be distinguished from primary and secondary myotubes by their specific staining with an adult fast MHC antibody. This third generation of cells was already suggested in sheep [36] and in pigs [13, 15] , but during the first weeks after birth. It could contribute to the formation of a great number of fibres in large mammals, while two generations of cells would be sufficient in small laboratory rodents [36] [1, 23] and in some bovine muscles [18, 25] . In this study, we confirmed that this transition occurs during the last third of gestation. At birth, the foetal isoform practically disappeared. In other species, this isoform disappears during the weeks after birth (in pig [13] ; in rabbit [8] ; in rat [5] [20] . These [21] in adaptation to a functional demand.
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